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Comparing the Effectiveness of Different Kinds of  
Self-Assessment Questionnaires 
 
Brett Davies 
ABSTRACT 
There has been previous research examining the use of student self-assessment (SA), but little on 
the effectiveness of different types of SA on student performance. This study compares the 
effectiveness of qualitative SA versus quantitative SA against a control group receiving no SA at 
all over an eight-week period. The frequency of one communication skill was recorded in a 
Discussion Test. Over the following seven lessons, two classes received weekly qualitative SA 
questionnaires, two received weekly quantitative SA questionnaires, and two received no SA 
questionnaires. Finally, the students’ performance in the same communication skill was 
measured in another Discussion Test. The results suggest that quantitative SA encourages more 
frequent use of the communication skill, with little difference between the performance of 
students who received qualitative SA each week and the performance of those who received no 
SA at all. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Student self-assessment (SA) is assuming an increasingly major role in the language classroom 
(Chen, 2008, p.235). Oskarsson (1989) states six major advantages of SA: promoting learning, 
raising linguistic awareness, improving goal-orientation, expanding the range of student 
assessment, sharing the burden of assessment with the teacher, and benefitting post-course 
recollection. Goto Butler and Lee (2010, p.6) add that SA can help learners understand the 
amount of assistance and effort required to improve in a language, and help them develop and 
employ effective strategies to meet their learning goals. For these reasons SA has become an 
integral component of many teachers’ lessons in the English Discussion Class (EDC), with 
previous in-house research showing various benefits, both holistic and pragmatic: it encourages 
performance awareness, thereby increasing learner autonomy (Hunter, 2011, p.159); it actively 
involves students, enabling better retention of language items (Clarke, 2011, p.145); and it 
provides a framework to help students follow the instructor’s feedback (McAllister, 2011, p.177). 
However, most previous research does not differentiate between different kinds of SA. In 
a given week, EDC students may be required to perform, among others, any of the following 
types of SA: 
 Complete a detailed questionnaire covering every function phrase and communication skill 
from the entire semester. 
 Answer one or two questions about their use of the newest function only. 
 Write a sentence about their performance in the discussion. 
 Think about their “best” or “most interesting” idea. 
 Grade their own performance (S, A, B, C, etc.) in various areas, both language- and 
content-focused. 
Despite falling under the banner of SA, these are all clearly different tasks with different goals. 
This raises the question: “Are some kinds of self-assessment more effective than others in a 
group oral discussion course?” 
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METHOD 
For this pilot research, it was decided to compare two kinds of SA – a quantitative and a 
qualitative questionnaire sheet (appendix A & B). These questionnaires were largely the same, 
but with a different question for students to consider (“How often did you ---?” versus “How 
well did you ---?”). Any effect on student performance would, therefore, likely be due to this 
difference. In week 4 of a 14-week course, six B-level (intermediate) classes were exposed to a 
new communication skill for the first time. 
 
   Agree/Disagree + name + reason 
e.g.   
“I think you’re right, Takayuki, because school uniforms are too expensive for some people.” 
     (agree)                 (name)                                           (reason) 
 
In week 5, the number of uses in a Discussion Test was recorded. From week 6 onwards 
two of the classes (group A) were provided with weekly quantitative SA questionnaires, two 
(group B) with weekly qualitative SA questionnaires, and two (group C – the control group) 
with no SA questionnaires at all. While the SA sheets would be altered each week according to 
the demands of the curriculum, they would always require students to consider their 
performance in this particular communication skill. In the final Discussion Test (week 13), the 
frequency of the same skill would be recorded, and comparisons made between the groups 
receiving different kinds of SA. 
In order to avoid the “fatigue effect” (Dornyei, 2003, p.14) that longer questionnaires can 
sometimes cause, the focus of the SA questionnaires was kept narrow – just the week’s new 
function phrases plus three communication skills (including Agree/Disagree + name + reason). 
The quantitative SA questionnaire (appendix A) required students to count and tick the number 
of times they used the function phrases and communication skills in the final 16-minute 
discussion each week. The qualitative questionnaire (appendix B) required students to grade 
their performance in the function and communication skills during the discussion – S, A, B, C or 
D. Additionally, to encourage more qualitative thinking, two lines were added to the bottom of 
the sheet inviting students to note their best idea and a point to improve in the next lesson. 
From week 6 onwards, the curriculum was taught as normal, but after Discussion 1 (the 
shorter practice discussion) each lesson, group A classes received the quantitative SA 
questionnaire, and group B classes the qualitative SA questionnaire. Students were reminded to 
use some of the phrases in Discussion 2 (the longer final discussion). Group C received teacher 
feedback only. Then, after the final discussion each week, groups A and B were invited to 
evaluate their performance using the SA questionnaires, while group C again received teacher 
feedback. 
 
RESULTS 
In-class observations suggested that those students who completed either kind of SA 
questionnaire (groups A and B) were using Agree/Disagree + name + reason (as well as other 
communication skills) slightly more in regular lessons than those who did not complete SA 
sheets (group C). However, the final results of this study appear to contradict these observations.  
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BEFORE (First Discussion Test results – week 5) 
GROUP 
Number of 
students 
Uses of 
Agree/Disagree + name 
+ reason 
Average use 
per student 
A 13 15 1.15 
B 15 17 1.13 
C (control group) 14 15 1.07 
 
AFTER (Final Discussion Test results – week 13) 
GROUP 
Number of 
students 
Uses of 
Agree/Disagree + name 
+ reason 
Average use 
per student 
A (quantitative SA) 13 20 1.54 
B (qualitative SA) 15 12 0.8 
C (no SA) 14 11 0.79 
 
Group A, using weekly quantitative SA questionnaires, performed the communication 
skill considerably better in the final Discussion Test than the other groups; in fact, they used the 
skill more than they had in Discussion Test 1. There was no clear difference in performance 
between the groups using qualitative SA questionnaires and the control group using no SA 
questionnaire at all.  
 
DISCUSSION 
The results of this pilot study suggest that quantitative SA questionnaires have a more positive 
effect on the frequency of communication skill use than qualitative SA questionnaires. This can 
lead to improved scores in a group oral Discussion Test, which in turn can increase learner 
confidence. 
It should be stressed that in post-course interviews, all learners in groups A and B 
responded positively to the use of SA questionnaires, but students in group B commented more 
on the writing component at the bottom of the sheet, rather than the grading. Two students said 
that it was difficult to grade their own performance accurately. A clearer explanation of grading 
criteria before completing the questionnaires may have prevented such difficulty and led to 
different results. 
Students in group A said that they enjoyed thinking about how many times they used the 
phrases (an easier task than grading the quality of their performance). These students appeared 
more engaged in SA each week, thinking deeply and checking with classmates in order to ensure 
an accurate count. One commented that they could “see the sheet” during the Discussion Test 
because they had spent time completing the questionnaire each week. 
 
CONCLUSION 
The findings of this pilot project suggest that quantitative self-assessment may be more 
beneficial to learners following a function-based syllabus than qualitative self-assessment. 
However, the results do not explain why this is the case. Post-course interviews indicated that 
students were unfamiliar with the grading criteria required to assess themselves qualitatively. 
For this reason, further training may be necessary to enable students to grade their performance 
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more accurately. After such training, it would be interesting to compare the differences once 
again between those receiving qualitative SA and quantitative SA.   
Regardless of future research, the discrepancies between the test scores of the three 
groups in this study show that different approaches to SA can affect student performance 
markedly. Teachers must consider carefully both how and why they choose to implement a 
particular kind of learner self-assessment.  
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